Is It Time to Separate the Financial and Health Goals of Workplace Health Promotion Programs?
Employers can pay for the entire cost of a comprehensive employee health promotion program immediately by implementing 3 basic health-related hiring and health plan premium policies. Doing so can eliminate the pressure for programs to produce a positive return on investment (ROI) and allow them to focus on improving health and quality of life After studying the health and financial impact of workplace health promotion programs and discussing strategic and program goals with employers for nearly 40 years, I am beginning to think that the best way to reduce medical costs and improve health through these programs may be to separate financial and health goals strategically and operationally.
I come to this conclusion not because I am losing faith in the ability of programs to improve health or save money. Indeed, evidence continues to grow that workplace health promotion programs are not only a cost-effective way to improve health among employed people 1 but they are one of the few if not the only employee benefit that actually saves more than it costs. 2 Instead, I come to this conclusion the more I realize that different employers have different priorities on the amount they hope to save and when they need to start saving. Some employers need to save money as soon as the program is implemented. Others are content to wait the 3 years it seems to take to save through improving health. Still others are primarily concerned about improving health, attracting and retaining the best employees, or enhancing productivity and place a lower priority on reducing medical care costs.
Employers can pay for the entire cost of a comprehensive employee health promotion program immediately by implementing 3 basic health-related hiring and health plan premium policies. Employers can implement 1, 2, or all 3 of these policies based on their level of urgency to save. Note that laws governing all of these policies are very technical, and sometimes vary by state and municipality, so employers should engage lawyers or other experts before implementing any of them. 1. Requiring prospective employees to pass a job-specific fitness test before starting a job has at least 2 benefits. First, it reduces the likelihood people will get injured performing their work. 3 Second, it reduces the likelihood of hiring people who are likely to suffer from heart disease and possibly other chronic diseases. For example, large-scale long-term studies by the Aerobics Institute have shown that fitness may be a better predictor of heart disease than obesity. 4 Fitness testing protocols are well developed in police and fire departments and the military, all of which require candidates to pass fitness tests, but less well developed for other jobs. 5 Fitness testing might be most appropriate for heavy labor jobs including construction, manufacturing, agriculture, and other blue collar jobs but may also be relevant for jobs that require excessive walking, standing, or even sitting. Employers who use the fitness test as a method to not hire people who are overweight may be subject to discrimination claims. 6 2. Not hiring smokers will save an estimated US$2056/person in annual medical costs and an additional US$4056 in productivity enhancement. 7 Thirty-one states have no laws that prohibit employers from using smoking status as the reason for not hiring prospective employees. In the remaining 29 states, plus the District of Columbia, smoking status cannot be used as the reason for not hiring unless smoking would directly interfere with the employee performing the job. 8 3. Implementing an outcomes-based wellness incentive can reduce the portion of health insurance cost paid by the employer enough to cover the entire cost of the health promotion program as well as to reduce the extent to which employees who practice healthy lifestyles are forced to subsidize the medical costs of employees who do not. The most aggressive policies will have 4 central qualities: (1) Premium costs will be shifted from the employer to employees to the maximum extent that will be tolerated by current and prospective employees. This is usually dictated by the portions normally paid by employers in the same geographic area and industry sector.
(2) The full amount of any increase in costs to employees can be fully recovered by achieving all of the health outcome goals (Theoretically, this should result in no net increase in cost to the employee if health improvements produce medical cost savings in excess of the program costs). (3) The full cost of the health promotion program and the financial incentives will be covered by increases in health plan premiums paid by employees. (4) Incentive levels will be set, so employees who meet all the outcome standards will not be forced to subsidize any of the higher health-care costs incurred by employees who do not meet the standards (see WikiWIT for a more complete discussion on these issues.). 9 Implementing these 3 programs will save more than enough money to cover the entire cost of a comprehensive health promotion program immediately. This should eliminate all budgetrelated concerns about launching a program and reduce pressure on the program to produce a positive measureable ROI rather than focusing on improving health and quality of life. Also, any additional savings that are achieved through improving health can be shared with employees in the form of minimizing future health plan premium increases.
Given that the cost of the program has been fully covered by these policy changes, the employer can focus on creating an insanely great program, one that engages (not just enrolls) the vast majority of employees and spouses because it plays a meaningful role in enhancing their health and quality of life. Readers are referred to the extensive literature on how to create great programs. 10 Michael P. O'Donnell, MBA, MPH, PhD Editor in Chief, American Journal of Health Promotion
